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Abstract: 
 In this article an attempt is made to discuss representation of Race and Class 
relationship in Gee‟s novel, My Cleaner (2005). Gee is noted for creating multi-cultural social 
set-up in her fictional world. My Cleaner presents a high-middle-class English household of Mrs. 
Vanessa Henman, whose twenty two year old son, Justine, has regressed into his childhood. She 
invites her African cleaner, Mary Tendo, from Uganda, who used to look after Justine when he 
was a child, and who was specially attached to her then, and even now he seems to have longing 
for her in his mental breakdown. While in England, African Mary Tendo had married Omar, a 
Moroccan Muslim, and she had even a son by him called Jamil. They were then separated. Mrs. 
Henman herself is separated from her husband, Trevor, who lives with a woman called Soraya. 
Vanessa believes her to be an Indian woman. Justine, her son, is in love with a Muslim girl, 
Zakira, and believes that she has left him, which is the reason for his mental breakdown. Mary 
Tendo, who comes back to England on Vanessa‟s invitation, no more considers herself to be a 
mere servant. She poses as an equal to Vanessa, and Vanessa hardly has any option in the 
circumstances. The fictional world of My Cleaner is thus multi-racial as well as multi-cultural 
with varying class relationships. The relationship between Vanessa and Mary vacillates between 
Mary as a helping hand, a servant, and Mary as a friend, who could save Vanessa‟s son from his 
utter mental state. Vanessa, to begin with, is very conscious of the Race and Class distinction 
between herself and Mary. But she appears to grow out of it gradually. Mary Tendo also appears 
to grow more and more confident, not daunted or constrained by race or class difference.  
 This is post-anti-colonial England in which even in Vanessa‟s village, Mary appears to be 
welcome. However, the race and class prejudices cannot be fully obliterated in the post-colonial 
England or even in Kampala. Racist feelings and the class differences cannot be easily forgotten. 
Mary Tendo, who is at the center of the action, does not appear to have any complex of being a 
black African. However, she herself appears to be conscious of different value systems of the 
English and her African household. Vanessa and Mary, Justine and Zakira, Mary and her ex-
husband, a Moroccan Muslim and their son Jamil, Trevor and his new fiancée, Soraya, present a 
new  cosmopolitan society in England, which is at once post and anti-colonial. Yet there are 
glimpses of the racial and class differences that create uneasiness and anxiety in their 
relationships.  
 
The world of Maggie Gee‟s My Cleaner 
(2005), is peopled by multi-racial and multi-class 
characters. Vanessa Henman is a high-middle-
class Londoner, who is a creative writer-cum-
teacher. Her ex-husband, Trevor, is not an 
intellectual like her, but he is a skilled technician 
in great demand. Vanessa‟s son, Justine, is a 
twenty two year old young man presently 
regressed into his childhood. His fiancé, Zakira, 
is a Muslim girl doing her MBA. Mary Tendo is 
a Black Ugandan, who was once in Henman‟s 
household as a cleaner, and a baby-sitter for 
Henman‟s son, Justine. Since then Justine has 
developed special attachment for Mary, who 
used to sing to him, play with him, take him out, 
and even suckle him, because she was also then 
the mother of her infant son, Jamie. Mary Tendo, 
for Justine, was more a surrogate mother than 
just a cleaner.  
When Vanesa, in her telephonic 
conversation talks to Fifi, her friend, about Mary 
Tendo, she uses the colour epithet „black‟ rather 
than „African‟. When she went to Kampala (in 
Uganda) a year ago, she did not care to see her 
former cleaner, because she was involved in the 
„high-powered embassy parties,‟ and obviously she 
did not see it fit to reveal her acquaintance with her 
black house-keeper. 
  Mary, who years ago had worked as a 
cleaner in Vanessa household, is conscious of 
racial discrimination, she suffered in those days. 
Though educated and capable of doing office work, 
she was denied a white-collar job just because she 
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was black. In the offices, the white masters and 
employees treated the coloured people as if they 
did not exist. Mary resents how the inspiration of 
the black people to be teachers, lawyers, doctors, 
etc. were defeated in the White West, which 
offered them the jobs only of porters, cleaners and 
park-attendants. (p-19) 
 Vanessa, while dealing with Mary about 
payment, takes into account her „African ways. 
„Africans bargain upward‟ while dealing with the 
white people. (p.43) Vanessa has formed her 
opinion about the Africans after her visit to 
Kampala. In African „everyone is poor, poor 
things-„. Vanessa, sometimes overtly and 
sometimes unconsciously, has the air of 
superiority, racial as well as cultural, while talking 
about the Africans. It‟s the „they‟ and „us‟ 
syndrome that the white westerners often adopt 
while talking about the Africans and Asians. 
Though Mary was educated, a graduate, Vanessa 
hardly credited her with any intelligence. This is in 
keeping with the popular western prejudice about 
the Africans and Asians. In her first job with 
Venessa‟s household, Mary wanted to bring her 
son, Jamil, to play with Justinee. But Vanessa did 
not allow Mary to bring her son along with her. 
When she cleaned or did baby-sitting. She could 
not savour the idea of „black‟ Jamil as a playmate 
for her „white‟ Justinee. Besides, Jamil might 
infect-Justinee. This is another popular western 
notion that the „others‟ are unclean. Vanessa does 
not like that the „others‟ and unclean. Vanessa does 
not like Justinee calling Mary „Auntie‟, which is 
the African way of children calling women 
„auntie‟, while Vanessa thinks inappropriate she 
does not like Justinee reciting African songs that 
Mary has taught him. 
 Mary herself is very critical of the white 
people‟s ways of living. She considers them to be 
dirty. She knows their secret habits, the snots they 
left at places, and the sanitary towels dumped into 
waste baskets, the fruit left to moulder in the bins 
for paper and so on. She feels superior to these 
„dirty‟ white people. (p.32).  
 The racial difference between Vanessa 
and Mary comes out in their notion of family. For 
Vanessa, family is only her son and she herself, 
while for Mary the family includes parents, 
children as well as aunts and sisters and 
grandparents. For Mary Vanessa‟s notion of family 
is strange; and for Vanessa a single parent like her 
is the family. Mary finds western ways to be 
strange. A frog that is a dirty thing for her, is 
“sweet little things” (p.33) for Venessa. 
 Vanessa, like the white people in general, 
considered the Africans fit only for cleaning, etc. 
She never realizes that Mary as a graduate, could 
read literature and even write. 
 Venessa is conscious of the African way 
of bargaining with the white people like her. They 
always demanded more and more, while in the 
market they would haggle to lower the prices of 
things. Vanessa has some notions about the African 
ways for example, Mary got on too well with 
Trevor, Justine‟s father. Vanessa interprets this 
thinking the African women are in general 
deferential to men. On the other hand, Mary is 
proud of being an African woman. 
 The world of My Cleaner is a post-
colonial world, in which the colonialist attitudes 
are almost on the wane. And yet, the cleaner in 
the British household is either an African or 
someone a non-white from a former colonial 
country. The relationship between black Mary 
Tendo and her white mistress, Vanessa shows a 
graph of peaks and troves in the course of the 
novel, because in this second stint of Mary in the 
Henman house, Vanessa appears to be in two 
minds, whether to treat Mary as a servant – a 
cleaner, or a friend, who would help restore her 
son to normalcy. To begin with Vanessa expects 
Mary to look after Justine, but she cannot forget 
that Mary once worked as a cleaner in the house. 
Vanessa is not overtly racial, but she cannot 
easily forget the race and class distinction 
between herself and Mary. This is very subtly 
brought out by the novelist in the course of the 
novel. Vanessa, in fact, gradually grows out of 
her class and race consciousness. She is the 
mistress of the house and though she tries to 
treat Mary on terms of equality, she slips 
occasionally into the role of the employer and 
the mistress of the house.  
 Mary, on the other hand, is a different 
Mary now from what she was twenty years ago. 
She is much more confident, and rather 
calculating about the economic aspect of her 
second stint in the Henman house. Her feeling 
for Vanessa was different before she met her at 
the airport. She has hated her as her former 
employer.   
But, when they meet, they hug each 
other and Vanessa tells her, „we must be Mary 
and Vanessa, please‟. (Gee: 2005, p. 57). This is 
the beginning of a new relationship between 
them, but it goes through many ups and downs 
during the course of the novel. 
 Vanessa is not a racist in the sense the 
colonial British were during the 19
th
 century in 
India and African countries. The post-colonial 
Britain of the late twentieth century has almost 
grown out of the colonial mentality. But racial 
feeling and difference cannot be easily forgotten. 
Vanessa used to tell young Justine, „Remember, 
she (Mary) is African. They have a different way 
of doing things. Remember that you are an 
English boy‟. (Gee: 2005, p. 103). When little 
Justine started calling Mary „auntie‟, Vanessa 
did not like it. She tried to explain it to him that 
Mary was looking after him because she 
(Vanessa) is paying her for it. Justine reacts to 
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this in a much unexpected way. He asks his 
mother why she does not pay Aunt Isobel and 
Aunt Becky to love him. Then he angrily says, 
„Why hasn‟t anyone paid you to love me?‟ (Gee: 
2005, p. 47). This really stuns Vanessa. Justine 
here underlines the problem of relationship 
between the working mother and a child at home. 
Vanessa was a little upset, when Justine as a 
child recited African songs taught by Mary. 
Vanessa did not allow Mary to bring her son 
Jamil to come and play with Justine. Though she 
makes excuses about Justine‟s classes, there 
must be racial as well as the class feeling behind 
it. She thinks Justine playing with Jamil would 
be advantageous for Jamil, but not the other way 
round. Though Vanessa did not put it in words, 
she certainly had class reservations behind her 
refusal. At the bottom of her heart she did not 
like the black African child to be a playmate of 
her brilliant son. She, in fact, took it for granted 
that Jamil would not be as talented as Justine.  
Mary‟s first impression of Vanessa as a 
mother was rather poor. Little Justine was 
pulling at her skirt and snatching at her sleeve, 
but Vanessa would not pay attention to him. 
When Mary asked her where the family was, 
Vanessa had said that hers was a single parent 
family. For African Mary Tendo, the notion of 
family was different. The family included too 
many children, and aunts and sisters and 
grandparents, etc. In her second coming to 
Vanessa house, Marry has a different perspective 
of England and the English. She is now a groom 
woman, and has clear objective. However, she 
has a soft corner for Justine, whom she had even 
suckled at her breast. 
 Mary is very conscious and proud of 
being an African woman. She notices the 
differences between the African and the Western 
socio-cultural life. From the plane, she looks at 
the tremendous spaces of Ugandan territory, 
mountains and forests stretching far away. She 
had come across the headline in a newspaper, 
„Adam and Eve were African‟, and was excited 
about it. For her, compared to the Africans, the 
rich „bazungu‟ (the white people) were just 
swarming insects. There is no trace here of 
colonial inhibitions and the feeling of being 
subjugated. On the other hand, she appears to 
feel a racial superiority. In England, Mary 
always compares and contrasts the world of the 
English with her world in Kampala. For her, the 
English houses are „like lost world, detached 
from each other; buried in trees, overgrown with 
plants and strangled with secrets‟. (Gee: 2005, 
p.59) On the other hand, the life in Kampala is 
lived outside. There is an openness that you do 
not find in London. This is, for her, the racial 
difference between the Western and the African 
societies. Mary says African people are clean 
people. (Gee: 2005, p.118) But compared to 
them, she observes, „English people are too lazy 
to be cleaners …, the English do not laugh very 
much, and never do their own cleaning‟. Among 
the Europeans in Britain, she says, „The 
Rumanians were racist with many prejudices‟. 
(Gee: 2005, p.119) 
 As a cleaner Mary compares and 
contrasts the African and the white households. 
She observes that the African villages are much 
more clean than the European cities. There are 
„no row of books, no polished floors no 
expensive carpets to brush with soft brushes‟ 
(p.118). In Africa, they washed beddings and 
dried them in sunlight. But in the West she says, 
she found dust, mud and insects. The dust was 
grey, which came from the white people‟s skins, 
there hands and heads. She observes that African 
people are clean people. She remembers how the 
aunty, who worked for her mother, washed 
dishes and big metal bowls, scrubbing and 
rinsing till they shone in the sunlight. Compared 
to this, she believes the British people are too 
lazy to be cleaners. She compares Ugandan and 
English houses and observes the Ugandan houses 
are clean and airy. „While British houses are full 
of little objects. They get dusty and dirty‟ 
(p.124) 
 The socio-cultural difference that Mary 
notices and describes relates to her observations 
of the day-today life. This „us and „they‟ feeling, 
and the suspicious and even anger behind it, is 
expressed by Vanessa as well as Mary and 
Zakira. Being in England, among the white 
country, Mary and Zakira are sometimes more 
painfully aware of it. 
 The racial feeling comes out very 
unexpectedly as two different cultural practices 
cross. Mary stops Justine taking his usual 
Prozac, because now that he is working with his 
father, going up a ladder for painting, he might 
feel sleepy on account of Prozac. But he must 
have some alternative health food. So Mary gets 
some herbs that the African use, which she 
thinks should be good for Justine. Vanessa does 
not like it. She thinks it is the stuff of African 
witch doctors. There are some wrong notions 
about the African and Asian cultural practices, 
popularly believed by the common westerners. 
Vanessa is suspicious of herbal medicines or 
tonics that Mary is using for Justine. Vanessa, 
like Westerns in general has a wrong notion that 
all the Africans, whether educated or otherwise, 
practice black magic or weird medicines. Mary 
results the way Vanessa reacts to the alternate 
medicine she is trying for Justine. 
 Mary resents the way the English bus-
conductors and others react to her English. She 
believes Ugandan speak excellent English, and 
there are writers like Moses Isegawa who are 
known for their excellent books. She is surprised 
that in England people do not know about him. 
Mary is here expressing general resentment 
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against the British in the African / Asian 
countries for not giving proper recognition to the 
writers in the ex-colonies.  
 Mary notes, in Kampala, her two 
friends, Grace and Martha, were house-servants 
with the embassy families. They were given dark 
quarters in the garden. And their children were 
not allowed to visit them. If the black children 
appeared there, the white employers docked their 
wages. When she went to Paris with her 
husband, Omar, she applied for jobs in schools 
and offices, but she was rejected when they 
noticed that she was an African. The French 
would accept her as a cleaner, but not as a 
teacher or a clerk in the office. Mary believes 
that the African people are forced to clean. As a 
cleaner, she observes as if „these pale fragile 
people‟ did not have „mouths, or arses”. But in 
reality, they are dirty, she says. She observes that 
the houses of these white people have too many 
things. But in Uganda, the houses have only 
cooking pots, blankets and mats for sitting on. 
Mary has, thus, a cultural clash with the English 
ways of living. In London, Mary comes across 
the Ugandans like Abdul, settled in the city and 
doing business. She mixes with them when she 
misses Uganda and her language. She is happy to 
be among the fellow Ugandans on Sundays. Her 
husband, Omar, a Muslim, was not a racist. But 
they have a son, and as he grows, Omar becomes 
conscious of the racial objections. He, therefore, 
divorces Mary, to ensure the future of his son. 
When Mary brings Zakira, Justine‟s fiance, for 
the first time to the Henman House, she and 
Zakira are in the sitting room, surrounded by the 
photographs of strangers. Both of them suddenly 
become conscious of being strangers in a foreign 
land. Zakira feels sympathy for Mary, because 
she has to live and work here all the time, with 
this feeling of being a foreigner. About Vanessa 
she says, „... people like her know nothing about 
us. And they do not want to get to know us. .... I 
think they are afraid of us.” (Gee: 2005, p. 177) 
What Zakira feels is a general feeling of the 
Africans and the Asians about the westerners in 
general. Zakira is not exactly a racist. But, she 
realizes how basically the two groups are 
socially and culturally different in their attitudes. 
Mary, living with Vanessa, is all the time 
conscious of the racial and cultural differences 
between the Afro-Asians and the white 
westerners.               
 Vanessa Henman as a creative writer 
and a teacher appears to be class conscious. She 
is divorced from her husband, Mr. Trevor. 
Trevor is not an intellectual like her. He is not a 
learned person, and his occupation is plumbing, 
doing minor repairs, painting, etc. Even though 
they are divorced, Trevor often visits the 
Henman house for whatever domestic problem 
there is. Trevor is not educated, Vanessa tells her 
son. But Mary tells him, „Sometimes education 
makes you stupid. Your father is not a stupid 
man. Your father is clever, but also kind. You, 
Mr. Justine, are very like your father‟. (Gee: 
2005, p.104). Until this time, Vanessa has been 
feeding Justine with false appraisal of Trevor as 
his parent. Vanessa does not have an idea that a 
black African like Mary can also be well-
educated and capable of writing like her. She 
thinks of Mary only as a cleaner. Vanessa 
realizes the importance of family relationships 
while talking to her friend, Fifi. She realizes how 
lonely she and Justine are. They could be lost in 
darkness, two atoms of dust, empty, 
meaningless. But she had ignored Justine, 
because he just kept lying in bed uselessly. She 
ignored Justine when he most needed her and 
wanted to meet her. Vanessa is thus estranged 
from her husband and also from her son on 
account of her own notion of class superiority. 
When she discovers that Justine is doing a 
painting job with Trevor, she is extremely angry. 
When Justine tells her that Trevor is going to pay 
for this painting job, she screams at Justine and 
says, „Well, you can hardly be a success as a 
painter! Did I bring you up to be a labourer? Do 
you want to be a failure like your father? Oh 
Justine, you were always such a high flyer!‟ 
(Gee: 2005, p. 187). Vanessa‟s notion of class 
has already estranged her from her husband and 
now it is the turn of her son. Working with his 
father is a kind of therapy for Justine to make 
him come out of his mental regression. But 
Vanessa does not look at it this way. She thinks 
that Mary is making Justine to accept a low aim. 
Her brilliant, gifted son should not be doing odd 
jobs. The problems in Vanessa‟s life spring from 
her notions of class. She despises her husband. 
She does not realize that she is thwarting her 
own son, trying to impose her ideas on him.  
 Vanessa‟s trip to her village along with 
Mary really brings about a shift in her attitude to 
life. She realizes the importance of family 
relationship. Mary is a huge success with 
Vanessa‟s family at the village. This trip made 
Mary and Vanessa come closer. Vanessa feels 
they have become fast friends. Vanessa‟s trip to 
Paris with her friend, Fifi, gives her time to look 
back on her life with her son. She starts 
questioning her relationship with her son. She 
realizes how lonely Justine must have felt. She 
did not take him out on a picnic. He did not have 
a pet dog or a cat. He did not have cousins. She 
realizes how their life was empty. She has this 
realization when she looks at the pictures on the 
walls in her Parisian room. There are pictures of 
„smiling children, proud parents and sprinting 
dogs‟. (Gee: 2005, p.247). It was life like a 
picnic. This is what she and Justine missed. She 
starts questioning herself. „Has my life been all 
right? Have I really done my best for Justine? 
Did he have enough friends, enough happiness? 
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Did we ever go for sunlit picnics?‟ (Gee: 2005, 
p. 248). 
 This is Vanessa‟s time for introspection. 
She realizes she ought to have learned something 
real, like her father. Her husband, Trevor, like 
her father, knew things that were real. She 
begins to feel that she might have 
underestimated her husband, because it is 
through him that Justine has „found his feet‟. He 
is working and could turn out to be an interior 
designer. And what is more important, Justine is 
happy. Mary is the agent of this change in 
Vanessa, and her outlook on life.  
 Vanessa‟s visit to her village brings out 
a sea-change in her attitude to Mary. Mary‟s 
being an African does not defer the Vanessa‟s 
aunties, uncles and other younger people in their 
interactions with her. In fact, she turns out to be 
very popular among all of them. Mary also finds 
out the difference between the British and the 
Ugandan villages. She is surprised to see the 
poverty and the shabbiness in the British village 
life. Mary‟s hearty laughter, her energy and 
enthusiasm influence the whole household. This 
visit to the village along with Mary, changes 
Vanessa‟s perception of Mary, and her rather 
poor lower middle-class background has a 
sobering effect on her. It brings her closer to 
Mary, and she almost grows out of her race and 
class syndrome. Later, after her visit to Paris, 
Vanessa begins to feel that she must have gone 
wrong with Trevor as well as with Justine. 
(p.257). Vanessa‟s introspective mood shows the 
change in her relationship with Mary, and 
Justine, as well as her husband. 
 My Cleaner has been described as a 
post-anti-colonial novel. It is, of course, post-
colonial in the sense that it is published in the 
first decade of the twenty first century. But, there 
are hardly any anti-colonial elements in it. 
Mary‟s critical observations refer to the white 
tourists who visit Uganda and appear to treat the 
Ugandan drivers patronizingly. But this can 
hardly be called colonial. It is the business for 
the Ugandans. She is critical of the nuclear 
families of the British. But, in the metropolitan 
cities everywhere the families tend to be smaller 
on account of living conditions. This observation 
is applicable to all urban societies whether white 
or non-white. Mary is not really thinking in 
terms of colonial or post-colonial conditions of 
the Afro-Asians. But, she does have a strong 
feeling against the racial or colour discrimination 
she comes across while in Paris. She was denied 
a white-collar job in Paris, just because she was 
a Negro. She was preferred there also as only a 
cleaner. Vanessa is comparatively open-minded. 
But even she cannot think of Mary for a job 
other than a cleaner‟s. She cannot believe that 
Mary, who is actually a graduate, could also be a 
writer. She is suspicious of a new cleaner chosen 
by Mary, thinking that she too would be a black 
one, and together they would gang up against 
her. More than colonial, there are racist elements 
in the novel. But racist discrimination does not 
appear to be the central point of the novel. 
Justine is married to Zakira, a Muslim girl. His 
new born son is being named Abdul. These are 
signs of change that have come over the 
cosmopolitan urban society of London.    
* * * 
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